The Netherlands' population of wild fire salamanders (Salamandra salamandra; pictured) declined by 96% in the past three years, but no known infectious agent was found on their bodies. Now An Martel at Ghent University in Merelbeke, Belgium, and her team identify the problem as a new species of chytrid fungus, Batrachochytrium salamandrivorans. Healthy salamanders that were experimentally infected with the fungus developed skin lesions and died.
Unlike the only other chytrid fungus known to cause deadly infections (B. dendrobatidis, which has ravaged global frog and toad populations), this new species does not affect midwife toads (Alytes obstetricans). It also grows at much lower temperatures, suggesting that the two chytrid species occupy different niches. The researchers developed a DNA-testing method to rapidly screen salamanders for the fungus, with the aim of tracking this latest threat to biodiversity. Aggregates of the amyloid-β protein are a hallmark of Alzheimer's disease, but the molecular forms that they take in the brain have not been explored. Robert Tycko at the US National Institutes of Health in Bethesda, Maryland, and his team extracted amyloid-β from the brains of two patients who had died, and who had displayed different symptoms.
They used this amyloid-β to seed the growth of synthetic fibrils and analysed each sample with nuclear magnetic resonance and electron microscopy. Unexpectedly, all the fibrils from each brain had the same molecular structure, but the structures differed between brains.
The researchers say that imaging agents that distinguish between fibril structures might allow more-precise diagnoses of Alzheimer's disease. 
Fruits shrink diabetes risk
Three large, long-running health surveys suggest that some fruits -but not fruit juice -reduce the risk of diabetes.
Researchers led by Qi Sun at the Harvard School of Public Health in Boston, Massachusetts, looked at people's reports of how often they ate certain fruits and whether they developed diabetes. Results came from a total of 187,382 US health professionals whose health and habits have been tracked for more than two decades, during which time more than 12,000 of the study participants developed diabetes.
Eating whole fruits such as apples, pears, grapes, raisins and particularly blueberries was associated with a lower risk of diabetes. By contrast, drinking fruit juice was associated with a slight increase in risk, perhaps because juices contain fewer fruit-specific chemicals and introduce more sugar into the bloodstream more quickly. The team found an oily yellow compound in the most potent group and determined its chemical structure to be that of tramadol, which has been sold as a synthetic analgesic since the 1970s. The compound was detected only in the plant's roots -the same parts used in traditional remedies to treat pain. The researchers believe that this is the first time a widely prescribed synthetic drug has been found in a plant at clinically relevant concentrations.
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GENETICS
Ancient bear bone yields a sequence
The mitochondrial genome of a Pleistocene cave bear (Ursus deningeri) has been reconstructed using extremely short DNA molecules from a bone that is more than 300,000 years old. Jesse Dabney at the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology in Leipzig, Germany, and his colleagues collected and sequenced DNA strands as short as 30 basepairs. More than 90% of the sequences used to produce the genome were less than 50 basepairs long -too short to be used efficiently with conventional methods.
The technique could allow researchers to recover DNA from ancient humans and other specimens that are currently considered too degraded for most analyses.
